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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

The conservation of heritage spaces, particularly in historical urban contexts, is a central
challenge for contemporary urban governance and cultural sustainability. Such spaces embody
not only architectural and aesthetic values but also the collective memory and social identity
of communities. The historic bazaar of Tabriz, inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage
Site, exemplifies a living cultural organism in which economic, social, and cultural functions
are intricately intertwined. Within this dynamic environment, social interactions, networks
of trust, and shared norms play a critical role in maintaining both the tangible and intangible
dimensions of heritage continuity.

While the concept of social capital has been widely discussed in urban sociology and cultural
heritage studies, its classical forms—defined by stable networks and long-term trust—do
not fully account for the transient and flexible relations that characterize complex urban
markets. In this regard, this research introduces the novel theoretical concept of Fluid Social
Capital (FSC), which captures the adaptable, temporary, and situational social relations
that emerge in dynamic heritage spaces. Unlike conventional social capital that relies on
durable relationships, FSC operates through flexible alliances, short-term collaborations, and
spontaneous interactions that respond to contextual shifts in urban life.

The study focuses on the historic bazaar of Tabriz as an ideal empirical case to examine how
fluid social capital functions within heritage environments, shaping collective behaviors and
supporting heritage conservation through evolving social networks. The central research
question guiding this study is:

“To what extent can fluid social capital influence and enhance the conservation and
revitalization of historic urban bazaars, particularly the Tabriz Bazaar?”

This research thus aims to conceptualize, operationalize, and empirically test the notion of
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fluid social capital in relation to heritage protection, providing a theoretical and practical
framework for policymakers, cultural managers, and urban planners involved in heritage-led
urban regeneration.

Theoretical Framework:

The foundation of this study lies in the reinterpretation of classical social capital theories
within the context of heritage conservation. According to Bourdieu, social capital represents
the aggregate of actual or potential resources linked to durable networks of mutual recognition
and institutionalized relationships. Coleman emphasized its role as a facilitator of collective
action through norms of reciprocity and trust, while Putnam highlighted its contribution to
civic engagement and democratic governance.

However, in heritage spaces such as the Tabriz Bazaar—where actors continuously shift,
interactions are fluid, and the balance between tradition and modernity is constantly
negotiated—these classical definitions prove inadequate. Fluid social capital expands the
conceptual boundaries by accounting for temporary, situational, and adaptive relationships
that generate resilience and cooperation under conditions of uncertainty.

The bazaar functions as a complex socio-spatial system where trust, cooperation, and identity
are not static but continuously reconstituted. Therefore, the study proposes that FSC operates
through three main dimensions:

-Network Flexibility — the ability of social networks to reorganize and adapt to changing
economic or cultural conditions;

-Temporary and Multi-Actor Interactions — short-term collaborations that bridge different
stakeholders such as merchants, municipal actors, and heritage institutions;

-Cultural Reproduction and Social Cohesion — the ongoing reinforcement of

shared norms, values, and traditions that sustain collective identity.

These dimensions collectively contribute to the resilience of heritage spaces, enabling them to
respond to economic pressures, social change, and modernization challenges without losing
their historical essence. The theoretical framework thus integrates the idea of social fluidity
into heritage governance, presenting FSC as both an analytical lens and a practical tool for
adaptive management of urban heritage.

Methodology:

This study adopts an integrated mixed-method approach (qualitative—quantitative) to capture
both the depth and breadth of social dynamics within the Tabriz Bazaar.

Qualitative Phase

The qualitative phase involved semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions with
10 key experts in architecture, urban planning, and cultural heritage management, as well as
representatives of local communities and bazaar stakeholders. Data were coded and analyzed
using MAXQDA software using a thematic analysis approach. The aim was to identify and
categorize emergent themes related to the formation and operation of fluid social capital within
heritage spaces.

The analysis revealed that “network flexibility” and “temporary cooperation” appeared most
frequently in interview codes, indicating their central role in the dynamics of the bazaar’s
social system. These findings provided the empirical basis for constructing the quantitative
instrument.



Quantitative Phase

Based on the qualitative results, a structured questionnaire was designed using a five-
point Likert scale to measure perceptions and experiences of FSC components among 150
participants, including merchants, cultural actors, and heritage managers in the bazaar. The
questionnaire’s reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha (o = 0.89), indicating high
internal consistency. Data were analyzed through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to
examine the relationships between FSC components and heritage conservation outcomes.
The structural model included three independent latent variables (network flexibility,
temporary interaction, and cultural reproduction) and one dependent latent variable (heritage
conservation). The SEM results demonstrated a high level of model fit (CFI = 0.96, RMSEA
= (.045), indicating strong relationships among the constructs.

Results and Discussion:

Findings indicate that network flexibility is the most influential component, enabling adaptive
collaborations and coordination. Temporary multi-stakeholder interactions support conflict
resolution and joint decision-making, while cultural reproduction maintains social cohesion.
SEM analysis confirmed the positive and significant impact of all components on heritage
conservation (p <0.05), illustrating how fluid social capital integrates traditional practices with
modern urban demands to enhance resilience and sustainability. The results further reveal that
stakeholders with higher participation in flexible networks demonstrated stronger commitment
to heritage protection and collaborative management. This underscores the value of dynamic
social relations in facilitating participatory governance and long-term heritage vitality.
Conclusion:

Fluid social capital offers a novel lens for heritage management, highlighting dynamic, adaptive
networks that foster trust, collaboration, and resilience. In the Tabriz Historical Bazaar, this
approach facilitates sustainable preservation while accommodating contemporary pressures,
providing a practical model for heritage conservation in historic urban contexts globally. The
study concludes that incorporating fluid social capital into urban policy frameworks can bridge
the gap between institutional strategies and community-based practices, fostering inclusive
governance and sustainable cultural continuity.
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